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UM CHEMISTRY PROFESSOR EARNS LAW DEGREE AFTER NINE YEARS OF STUDY
by Rita Munzenrider 
University Communications
MISSOULA -
In law school, where non-traditional students have become the standard, University of 
Montana Professor Walter Hill is truly in a class by himself.
The law degree that Hill will receive from UM Saturday, May 27, has taken him three 
times longer than the normal three-year span. For nine years he’s had to juggle part-time 
coursework with his full-time duties as a UM biochemistry professor and leading international 
genetics researcher.
When he isn’t boning up on torts or civil procedure at the law school, Hill is in his 
laboratory on the opposite end of campus leading graduate students in cutting edge discoveries 
about ribosomes, the elements of the cell that produce the body’s protein.
Some might have a hard time understanding this seemingly strange juxtaposition between 
science and law, but it makes perfect sense to Hill, who says he doesn’t plan to practice law in the 
conventional sense.
Hill, a longtime professor in UM’s Division of Biological Sciences, entered law school in 
the fall of 1986 out of curiosity as much as anything.
"Deep in my heart, deep in my soul, I’m a student," says the 58-year-old Hill, who last
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earned a degree-a doctorate in biophysics--in 1967. "I’m no threat to all my young lawyer friends 
who are going out to make a living. My intent is not to practice, per se, at this time."
Hill’s legal interests rest with patent law and its applications to biotechnology, he says. He 
already has dabbled in that area as an expert witness in litigation between two biotech firms.
UM’s law school doesn’t offer courses on patent law, but Hill managed to pick up a few at 
Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., while serving during the 1989-90 academic year as a 
program administrator for biochemistry at the National Science Foundation. Being an expert 
witness for a patent firm in San Francisco also has provided him with on-the-job training.
He believes his past experience and new degree place him in a good position to address 
policy issues in patent law and biotechnology at a national level.
"I suspect that with a little study, I could pass the patent bar with no problem," Hill says.
But first he has to pass the standard bar, and the pressure of time won’t allow him to take 
the exam this summer with his fellow law school graduates. Instead, he’ll be jetting around the 
country and abroad for meetings of the many national and international professional boards and 
review committees of which he’s a member. After almost a decade, waiting one more year makes 
no difference, Hill says.
Hill has seen his share of classmates and law deans come and go while he plugged away at 
his courses one semester after another, taking two or three classes at a time. He devoted many of 
his evenings and weekends to study.
Despite the many demands on his time, Hill maintained a B-average. "I got the first Cs in 
my life in law school," he confesses. "I’m not the best student over there, and you can put that in
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writing. I’m at the top of my class and also at the bottom. I’m a class of one."
It’s true that Hill has never really been a part of any law school class. Since UM’s School 
of Law doesn’t have a formal part-time program, it is extremely rare for students to take more 
than three years to get their degrees, says Betty Oleson, an administrative officer in the law 
school.
"People are leading extremely full-time lives while going to law school," Oleson says.
"I don’t think my students have ever been shorted," Hill says, noting that he continues to 
get high marks on teaching evaluations.
That wasn’t always the case when it came to his family, however. His wife has had to bear 
the primary responsibility of raising the couple’s children still living at home. They have seven 
children ranging in age from 14 to 32.
Hard work and education have always been the practice in the Hill family. All of Hill’s 
older children have graduated from college, including one son who is working on a doctorate in 
biochemistry at Washington State University and carrying on the family’s scientific traditions.
Hill’s father taught physics at Montana State University when it was still a college in the 
1930s, and later earned a doctorate while raising six kids of his own.
For the past 25 years, Hill’s research has been funded by grants from the National Science 
Foundation and the National Institutes of Health. Right now he’s between grants, but his 
application for new funding is under review by NIH.
For now, Hill has no plans other than to continue teaching and studying ribosomes in his 
lab at UM. He is under contract to write two textbooks—one on genetic engineering and the other
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on physical chemistry of living things. He’s hopes to write a third book on the timely topic of 
DNA evidence in the counroom.
"When I cease to do cutting edge science, then I will take a step out," he says. "For right 
now, we’re OK."
While he plans to take a history course here and there for personal enjoyment, no plans for 
additional degrees are in his future.
"There’s no med school here," he notes. .
m
Contact: Walt Hill, 243-5582. Hill will be available for interviews on Friday, May 26, and 
Saturday morning, May 27. He will take part in Saturday’s hooding ceremony at 10:30 a.m. in 
the University Theatre.
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